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of a great empire hangs on the twirling of a housemaid's
mop.1
The question still remains, why was so much importance
attached to the maintenance of a perpetual fire ? The extinc-
tion of this fire at Rome was regarded as the greatest mis-
fortune that could befall the State; it was thought to portend
the destruction of the empire, and expiatory sacrifices were
offered and ceremonies performed in order to avert the evil
omen.2 Of course, on the principle just stated, once the
custom of maintaining a perpetual fire was started its final
canonization, so to speak, was almost inevitable. But what
started the custom ? That its history goes back to the em-
bryo state of human civilization seems proved by the fact
that when the fire chanced to go out it was formally re-
kindled by the most primitive of all modes of lighting a fire,
that of rubbing two sticks against each other.3 It is probable
therefore that some light may be thrown on the Roman
custom by comparing it with the customs of peoples in earlier
stages of civilization.4
Turning to South Africa, we are told by a distinguished
traveller that amongst the Damaras the chief's daughter " is
1  The question naturally suggests     say. Compare. E. B. Tylor, Researches
itself: if the temple of Vesta and the     into the Early History of Mankind, p.
prytaneum   both   sprang   from   the     237  sqq.;   G.   F.   Klemrn,  Cultur-
1 chief's house and if the Vestals were     wissenschaft,   Das   Feuer,   p.    67 ;
originally  his  daughters,  why  was     A. Kuhn, Die Herabkunft des Feuers,
there not developed an order of Vestals     p. 12 sqq.
in Greece, to attend to the perpetual        4 A section of Mr, Preuner's learned
fire in the prytaneum ?   To this we     work bears the heading " t)ber arische
can only reply that many circumstances     Parallelen" (Hestia- Vesta, p, 416).
may have occurred to prevent the     This looks promising, and we start off
custom developing in the particular     in gallant style with a comparison of
line which it followed in Italy.   The     Vesta to the Indian Agni.   But the
chief, e.g., may have had no daughters,     audacity of this comparison appears
or if he had he may have preferred to     to have taken Mr. Premier's breath
leave the household duties to slaves,     away, for after making it he stops as
In classical times the fire in the pry-     dead as if he had been shot: "Allein
taneum was attended to by elderly     wir bleiben   hiebei   stehen"    Here
widows (yvvcuKes  Trcirau/A^at  y&fjLbJv,     then we will let Mr. Preuner stand
Plutarch, Numa^ 9).   It is possible,     and get his wind, while we venture a
as Thomas Hyde suggested, that the     little way from the weary highroad of
Greeks had tried the system of vestal     Greece and  Rome into the virgin
virgins and found it wanting (Historia     forest  of  comparative   custom   and
religionis veterum Persarum, p. 142).      religion.    It is true that there are
2  Dionysius Halic. Ant. Rom. ii,     certain conspicuous " Notices to tres-
67; Livy, xxviii. n.                               passers" warning us back,but nobody
3  Festus, s.i). ignis, p. 94, ed. Lind-     minds them.